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013.04.0Abstract The presented work aims at identifying the potentials of mobile social networking and
geo-coding to promote cities, as well as to test their usefulness as decision support systems for plan-
ners. Alexplore is an application that was developed by planners rather than IT specialists using
emerging web 2.0 technologies. Penetration rates of mobile internet access, as well as smartphone
usage ensure a solid base for such applications worldwide as well as in Egypt. This paper traces
the inﬂuence of social networks on tourism and city planning through the past decade and pinpoints
its contributions and constraints. It highlights the potentials of social networks for tourists, plan-
ners, and citizens. Through the paper, the concept, technology, functionality, and limitations of
Alexplore are thoroughly explained. In spite of current shortcomings, Alexplore provides solid ben-
eﬁts for its different stakeholders. Few concerns occur due to the proper application of ethical rules
to social networking as well as due to fear of over dependency on such techniques. It is believed that
with the development of the technology, many currently functional issues will be alleviated. Last,
Alexplore should not be regarded as a replacement for traditional planning methods, but rather
a useful augmentation to it.
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University.1. Introduction
By now social networking (SN) has become part in the daily
life of Internet users in many different ways. SN is not merelyulﬁkkar Str, 21311 Mostafa
0 667 3462.
lty of Engineering, Alexandria
g by Elsevier
ng by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of F
06a platform to keep in contact with one’s old school friends, but
rather has become much more. There exists hundreds of sub-
jects, thousands of networks, and millions of users. The ex-
change of information lies within the focal point of any
social network. The domain of urban planning is no exception.
Cities are being planned, lived in, as well as visited. All these
functions orbit around the notion of the exchange of informa-
tion and hence can proﬁt to a great extent from the boom of
SN. With the great leaps within the domain of communication
and information technology (CIT), the access to information is
made very trivial. Most of currently used hand-held mobile
phones can provide as much information, as large desktop
computers do.aculty of Engineering, Alexandria University.
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networks, which offer huge, daily increasing geo-databases.
These data sets describe and analyze thousands of cities all
over the world every minute of the day. Hence, it will be a
great loss, if planners do not make use of such enormous, free,
and up-to-date information to enhance their cities both for lo-
cals, as well as for tourists.
Regarding tourists, social networks play an increasing role
to share experiences with each other. It became a habit to look
in online services like tripadvisor before making a hotel reser-
vation, as well as to look up pictures, videos and 360 – views
in GoogleEarth to get an initial idea of the holiday destination.
By now, online information about the destination is decisive
for the number, type, and cause of the tourists that will visit.
Hence, the awareness of this information and the clever opti-
mization of it have to be a permanent element of the destina-
tion management.
The goal of the developed application could be inferred
from its title ‘‘Alexplore’’. Alexplore – the name is a blend of
Alexandria and the verb ‘‘to explore’’ – is an experiment taking
place in the Egyptian port-city of Alexandria and makes use of
different potentials arising from social networks in the ﬁelds of
tourism and city planning. Most applications that use SN either
focus on public participation to engage citizens within the plan-
ning process [1–6], or on the provision of information to either
citizens [7] or city visitors [8–11]. In contrast, Alexplore focuses
on the interplay between all three stakeholders and the ex-
change of information among them. On one hand, the applica-
tion facilitates the exchange of information between residents
and tourists visiting the city. On the other hand, it provides
the city planners with qualitative information gathered from
the visitors and the residents. This leads to a win–win situation
for all city stakeholders. Alexplore functions as a mobile-based
web application, as well as a standard PC-based one.2. State of research
Background research on using social networking to develop
applications for public participation and for tourists’ provision
and exchange of information has been conducted by several re-
search groups during the past years. Several researches cover
applications that make use of real-time and in situ user re-
sponses to questions posed by city planners [2,3], where the
ﬂow of information is one directional from citizens to the local
government and city planners. In other applications, the ﬂow
of information is reversed, i.e., from local government to the
citizens. WikiCity is an MIT project that aims ‘‘to create a
common format for interchange of real-time location-based
data and distributed platform able to collect, manage, and pro-
vide such data in real time’’ [7]. This agglomeration of data is
provided to the public via big screens located in urban areas as
a decision support tool for citizens to base their actions in a
better informed manner. Another set of applications provide
an interactive, networked environment, where citizens and
planners can exchange ideas, move things around and get in-
volved in role playing. Such applications make extensive use
of Second Life to create the virtual workshops where partici-
pants can as well enjoy asynchronous communities’ interaction
[1,4–6].
Very few applications target both city visitors as well as cit-
izens. MyCityWay [12] is a mobile application that createsreal-time, location based apps. It gathers information from
many other ‘‘trusted’’ content partners, cross-references it,
and then provides it to the user according to pre-set prefer-
ences, location, and history. It serves residents by providing
them with real-time information about the weather, local news,
and special offers going on in the city and serves visitors by
providing them with attractions and tours, insider tips, special
stores, restaurants, events, etc.
However, the majority of applications that provide infor-
mation about cities are tourists oriented. They integrate loca-
tion and social networking and enable public participation in
the production of data sets [13,14]. The use of social media en-
ables users to share their experiences in different ways, ranging
from posting stories, rating places, adding comments, videos,
and pictures (tripadvisor.com, virtualtourist.com, mytravel-
guide.com, myspace.com, lonelyplant.com, to list just a few).
The up-to-date nature, relevance of their contents and the level
of connectivity with other sites on the Internet make such
applications appealing to tourists.
3. Methodology
Through an exhaustive search of touristic-based social net-
works, it was possible to learn about the different types of data
that are stored and exchanged between users in the different
gateways. It was also noticed that two major trends are present
in this domain, namely: geo-coding and mobile social
networking.
In addition, a study on who and how different users can
beneﬁt of such applications was carried out. A proposed appli-
cation should take into consideration the different points of
view of its users: tourists, planners and municipalities, in addi-
tion to the general public as a whole.
Taking the city of Alexandria as a case study, this research
investigates the potentials of using smartphones within the do-
main of tourism, as well as highlights the importance of smart-
phone users as information providers, rather than only data
consumers. It looks into the different roles social networks
and smartphones can play to visit, plan, and live cities in a
smart way.
4. Background
4.1. Deﬁnitions
As most lexical dictionaries deﬁne it, tourists are travelers who
visit places away from home for pleasure [15]. The deﬁnition
focuses on the act of traveling, as well as its intention of being
for pleasure. Unlike residents in a foreign city, most tourists
tend to travel light, want to learn about interesting places to
visit, and do not have excess time to waste looking for infor-
mation. Such characteristics need to be taken into consider-
ation, when designing an application that targets tourists.
Social networks are generally deﬁned as web-based services
that allow users to construct public or semi-public proﬁles, as
well as communicate with other users who share their interests.
Via social networks, users can provide and share their own, as
well as foreign contents, in the form of photos, videos or
information, i.e., user generated content (UGC) [16,17]. Social
networks describe ‘‘a new set of internet tools that enable
shared community experiences, both online and in person. A
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interests who connect with one another, play, work, organize
and socialize’’ [17].
4.2. Technology
Surveying existing social networks, it was found that there ex-
ist ﬁve distinct types, based on the different possibilities of data
exchange that they offer. (1) Information and experiences,
where general, as well as speciﬁc information in addition to
experiences are shared among users concerning destinations
they have visited. (2) Ratings, where users rate destinations
according to a pre-set scale. They might also write comments
to justify those ratings. Among other matters, users rate hotels,
gastronomies, and airlines. (3) Photos: although the previous
categories allow the uploading of photos, it is not what they
are mainly developed to do. However, sites – like ﬂickr – have
their main concern in sharing and commenting on users’ up-
loaded photos. Different types of portals allow for different
types of photos. These range from normal photos, Gigapixel
photos (50 Megapixel–5 Gigapixel), 3-D photos imbedded in
GoogleEarth, to 360 photos. (4) Videos: same as with photos,
videos can be uploaded and shared on many portals. YouTube
does not only host videos taken by users for their vacations, it
also hosts documentaries describing diverse traveling destina-
tions. (5) GPS-tracks: these are tracks/paths plotted via GPS
tracking devices; a functionality which is highly appreciated
by sports men (joggers, cyclists, and bikers). Users can also
add geo-tagged photos to these paths.
While browsing and analyzing the different tourism-related
social networks available on the market, it was noticed that
two main trends stand out in many of the portals; for one,
the geo-tagging of information to spatial locations becomesFigure 1 YouTube Web page, Wmore and more important, and for the other, different portals
recognized the potentials of mobile applications and started to
make a shift in their data formats [13].
1. Geo-coding: geo-coding, geo-referencing, or geo-tagging
are three terms that stand for the same functionality of ref-
erencing a piece of data (be it textual data, a photo, or a
video) to a spatial location, i.e., linking it to its location
on a map.
2. Mobile social networking: this describes the usage of SN on
mobile devices (mobile phones, smartphones, PDAs (Per-
sonal Digital Assistants), Tablets, etc.), rather on comput-
ers (Desktops, Laptops, Netbooks, etc.).
This research focuses on smartphones, since they combine
the advantages of mobile phones and PDAs. Smartphones
are especially interesting for social networks, since they com-
bine ﬁve functions: internet, camera, global positioning sys-
tems (GPSs), computer, and phone. Although their photo
quality and Internet speed do not equal designated devices,
they perform quite well for SN functions. The drawbacks of
smartphone usage for SN will reside in high costs resulting
for high data trafﬁc, as well as the rapid decay of battery life.
There are three distinct modes to access social networks via
a smartphone: mobile web, applications, or SMS and Emails.
(1) Mobile webs are used to access normal web pages. How-
ever, due to the relatively small screen sizes of smartphones,
the usage of this mode is rather not user-friendly. To solve this
problem, developers came up with WAP (Wireless Application
Protocol), an alternative that adjusts web contents to ﬁt slower
devices with smaller screens. (2) An alternative way to access
social networks would be the use of applications. These are
specially designed programs that a user needs to downloadAP page, and application [18].
Figure 2 Percentage of mobile and ﬁxed lines penetration in
Egypt between 2006 and 2012 (based on [19–22] (2012 indicators
date to April 2012).
Figure 3 Internet access (in millions) in Egypt between 2006 and
2012 (based on [19–22]).
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an even more suitable alternative than WAP-sites, as well as
more functions (Fig. 1). (3) The third mode would be via send-
ing SMS (Short Message Service) or emails. A user can post a
tweet by sending an SMS to a designated, country-dependant
number, and through the service, the tweet would show on
the user’s account.
4.3. Intensity of Internet and smartphones usage
Mobile phones are taking over conventional land lines all
through Egypt. The penetration of mobile phones increased
from 24.76% to 112.64% between the years 2006 and 2012,
respectively, while ﬁxed lines penetration decreased from
15% to reach only 10.7% during that same time (Fig. 2)
[19–22].
Internet users are also increasing, not only in European and
American countries, but in Africa and the Middle East as well
[23]. Based on reports prepared by comScor [23] in 43 coun-
tries worldwide, it was assumed that more than half of local
online populations engage in SN. A survey by the Nielsen
Company [24] reported that the time spent on SN and blogging
sites tripled between August 2008 and 2009. Tohme [25] states
that 45% of Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Internet
users use mobile phones to access the Internet (50% in UAE).
The case in Egypt does not differ much from the rest of the
world. In the last 6 years, the number of Internet users has
more than tripled, reaching a penetration rate of more than37%. Ever since the introduction of smartphones in the Egyp-
tian market, accessing the Internet via mobile phones is boom-
ing, while the number of ADSL (Asymmetric Digital
Subscriber Line) subscribers is slowly increasing (Fig. 3))
[19–22].
A study was commissioned by Google and conducted by
independent third party research ﬁrms Ipsos MediaCT and
TNS Intratest. Its goal was gaining insights about smartphone
adoption and usage by consumers in Egypt. It was found that
users access SN via smartphones more frequently than via
computers (desktops, laptops, or netbooks). However, those
users generally accessing the Internet multiple times per day
are more the computer users, rather than the smartphone users
[26]. It can be assumed that those accessing the Internet for
business tend to use computers, while those accessing the Inter-
net for pleasure prefer smartphones. An in-depth analysis of
the activities carried out via smartphones (Fig. 4) reveals dif-
ferent functions and their intensity of usage: browsing the
Internet (55%), using search engines (50%), accessing social
networks (54%), emailing (53%), etc.
Increased penetration rates of mobile usage in Egypt, in
addition to the substantially increasing number of mobile
Internet users [19–22], promise a great future for mobile appli-
cations in general and internet mobile applications in particu-
lar. 39% of smartphone owners used their sets to search for
travel information and holidays, 38% to search for restaurants
and pubs, 54% to access social networks, and 46% to take
photos and videos (Fig. 4) [26]. These usage rates support
the intended goal of developing a smartphone application for
SN targeting tourists, especially that they do not travel with
laptops or netbooks, but are often spotted with smartphones
in their hands.
5. Potentials
For a destination to be kept touristy sustainable, it is impor-
tant to regard it not solely from the point of view of tourists,
but also from the perspective of planners, city councils, and
the local population at large. SN offers great potentials for
participation and involvement of the different stakeholders
to develop and sustain their cities.
5.1. Social networking and tourism
Mobile social networks are found to be of great beneﬁt for
tourists, since they provide them with up-to-the-minute, ad
hoc, and validated information. This option gives tourists
adept orientation in estranged or unfamiliar destinations/loca-
tions. Among many others, Mobile SN can be of use in the fol-
lowing modes/situations:
 Mobile SN enables tourists to rate attraction points or des-
tinations while on-site, rather than few days or weeks later
after they get back to their homes. By doing that, (a) the
tourists’ feedback is not biased by the overall impression
of their vacation and (b) these ratings and information
reach other users on the spot (e.g., deciding on visiting a
speciﬁc restaurant, and ﬁnding out that another user was
just complaining about foul food from that same restaurant
10 min ago).
Figure 4 Activities carried out via smartphones in Egypt (based
on [26]).
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tions a city has to offer. Sites like Tipsbytips come handy
in such circumstances. They generate a list of sights based
on users’ inputs categorized according to type and quality
(e.g., cool beach, authentic restaurant, etc.).
 Unlike printed tour-guides and touristic DVDs, SN offers
up-to-date data. Situations like a restaurant not existing
any longer or that a great view from a certain hotel have
been blocked by a high rise building are some examples to
name a few.
 Data that appear on SN are up-to-the-minute, unlike the
case of sites like GoogleEarth, where it might take several
months to validate the data and update the program.
SN has the ability to combine geo-referenced, up-to-the-
minute, multiple source data, and ratings all into one. Ques-
tions like ‘‘I have two free hours, and would like to enjoy a
good coffee and a nice view’’ are easily answered. With smart-
phones, the location of the user is deﬁned, and attractions ful-
ﬁlling the search criteria are listed and presented to him/her.
Other common functions provide tourists with the ability to
locate themselves on a map, to see where they are, what is
around (sights, gastronomy, culture, etc.) and how to reach
their destinations. Mobile SN offers tourists with opportunity
to exchange experiences with others, not only before and after
a holiday but also during it!
5.2. Social networking and planning
City planners and city councils can make great use of SN as
well. They can market, advertise and provide notice to constit-
uents, as well as provide information to citizens and city visi-
tors, national or international [27]. The vast amount of geo-
data offered by SN form a good base for any planner’s work.
Several researches list the wide range of advantages that can
be reached with a proper usage of SN by planners and city
councils [17,28–30]. They ensure that an apt use guarantees
greater public participation, as well as better outreach due to
the increasing popularity of SN; it enables users to post com-
ments, send messages, take surveys, and view pictures; it en-
riches the exchange of information between planners and the
public and leads to a more frequent, broad, and efﬁcient infor-
mation dissemination. Another gain resides in being a cost-
effective communication tool that keeps users updated in real
time. Last, SN sites provide stakeholders with a common inter-
face to share ideas and discuss planning issues.All ﬁve data types mentioned in Section 4.2 can contribute
to a better planning and hence to a more sustainable city devel-
opment. (1) Information and experiences can be posted by city
councils themselves to ensure that information about their cit-
ies are made available as well as presentable; it is a way to pro-
mote and advertise their cities. Moreover, city councils can
draw conclusions based on the inputs of users, i.e., where tour-
ists go and what experiences they face. The where plays a deci-
sive/critical role in planning, then only that way, can the
needed touristic infrastructure be planned. Based on users’
feedback, city councils can set their planning priorities to fulﬁll
the needs and preferences of tourists as well as of the local pop-
ulation. (2) Ratings, positive but more effectively negative
ones, contribute to the planners’ decision making process.
Negative ratings can be due to tourists not ﬁnding their way
easily in cities because of lack of directions at nodes, streets
being under-lit, lack of road crossing points or sidewalks, or
high levels of sound or visual pollution. Unlike traditional
questionnaires that need to be conducted on site, online ques-
tionnaires offer a huge amount of updated information easily
gained. With thorough analysis of this information, cities get
to know their weaknesses/ﬂaws and can directly target them.
(3) Photos and videos give city councils and city planners an
overview on how tourists and residents see and conceive the
city. Comments posted to those photos and videos augment
the feedback given by users. Being geo-tagged, planners learn
about city locations without having to physically visit them
(at least not as frequently). Also, by a wise selection of photos
and videos, city councils can self-promote their cities and high-
light the deserved destinations to visit. Instead of geo-tagging
the location, (4) GPS-tracks provide information about which
path is being taken from point A to point B. This type of infor-
mation can help planners to channel tourists in pre-set paths.5.3. Social networking and residents
SN does not only serve tourists, planners or city councils; it
can be very useful for the local population as well. The local
population contributes to the data generation by uploading
photos and videos as well as commenting on city issues that
they face (e.g., missing street lights, broken garbage bins, not
properly paved street sections, etc.). By doing this, they get in-
volved into the planning process of their cities.
It is well documented that a fundamental principle of sus-
tainability requires the effective participation of all stakehold-
ers in the planning process [31]. Hence, all three interest groups
should work together to enhance the future of their cities, be it
by providing data or by acting according to this data and feed-
backs. The anonymous interaction between tourists and locals
beneﬁts both sides. On one hand, tourists can see the cities by
the eyes of its locals, get some insiders’ tips, and learn the cul-
ture from its primary sources, which helps eliminating pre-con-
ceptions on both sides. On the other hand, local gastronomy,
hotels, and individual stores can make use of such portals to
advertise their businesses. All this information, when dealt
with properly by city councils, lead to better living conditions.
Better infrastructures and safer neighborhoods make cities
more appealing for local citizens as well as for tourists.
To make proper use of those potentials, planners have to
guarantee that three actions would continuously take place:
484 D.S. TahaFirst, they have to know about the information in the net-
works. Secondly, they should optimize this information. This
means enhancing and augmenting (rather than manipulating)
the data. For example, attractive pictures and/or more infor-
mation might be inserted into the platforms. Last, they have
to make active use of SN and to respond to planning issues
accordingly.
The interchange of information between all three stake-
holders is the thrust of the developed application (Fig. 5).
6. Case study
Alexplore – Alexandria + explore – is a pilot application
developed for the city of Alexandria. It serves tourists, plan-
ners, city councils, and citizens to better visit, plan, manage,
and live the city. It has to be mentioned that the application
was developed by a planner, not an IT-specialist. Hence, the
main concern was not the optimization of the application,
but rather its functionality. Already-existing tools and portals
were linked together within Alexplore; only tools that could
not be found were programmed from scratch. Prior to devel-
oping Alexplore, a survey on similar software and applications
was conducted, in addition to interviewing a group of planners
and tourists to come up with their needs.
The city of Alexandria was chosen for the pilot project be-
cause it has a lot to offer to its visitors, yet it is usually visited
either by Egyptians on summer vacations, or by foreigners
coming for one day from Cairo (personal communication with
local travel agencies). Due to the city’s long history, relaxed
conditions (compared to Cairo) and moderate winter climate
(compared to Europe), it could be a very good destination
for winter tourism for Europeans, specially that AlexandriaFigure 5 Contributions to and beneﬁtsis only four hours away from Central Europe. Alexplore aims
at making the city more attractive to different interest groups,
i.e., tourists, planners, and citizens.
6.1. Alexplore: concept
This portal mainly targets European tourists and motivates
them to visit the city, learn what it has to offer, and meanwhile
help improve it through their feedbacks. Fig. 6 demonstrates
the main goal of Alexplore, highlights its general and speciﬁc
objectives, and lists the different tools/requirements that need
to be made available in the application.
6.2. Alexplore: technology
Alexplore is built using ‘‘WordPress’’, a content management
system that enables the creation of websites. Such tools pro-
vide easy creation and maintenance of portals and provide a
large number of plugins and widgets that augment any web-
page with useful features. This requires setting a server running
‘‘Apache web server’’ and to install ‘‘PFP 4.3’’, ‘‘MySQL
4.0.0’’, as well as ‘‘WordPress’’ to it.
The structure of Alexplore is divided into three main sec-
tions (Fig. 7): (1) the head, which contains the logo, the links
to the different pages, the search function, as well as the Rich
Site Summary-Feed (RSS-Feed) subscription tool. (2) The
sidebar, where the user can choose his/her preferred language
to display the page, view a calendar of events for the city, and
answer a simple poll about the city of Alexandria. There exists
a number of links to other portals containing information
about the city, such as YouTube, Flickr, and Facebook. (3)
The main page, where the core contents of any selected pagefrom SN for different stakeholders.
The inﬂuence of social networks in visiting, planning, and living in cities 485are displayed. The start page displays an AlexInfoMap, and
according to the user selection, the contents of this main page
are altered. However, at the end of each page, the user is asked
to give a feedback concerning the sight, attraction, or item the
page was describing.
Several plugins were added to the portal, they augment
Alexplore webpage with the following features: (1) WordPress
Mobile Edition: automatically adjusts the webpage contents to
mobile display; (2) XML Google Maps: facilitates the insertion
of maps created by GoogleEarth or GoogleMap into a blog;
(3) WordPress Wiki: adds wiki functionality to the website
so that users can contribute to the contents. However, on the
administrators’ layers, only limited access is allowed; (4)
Events Calendar: a tool to easily add and manage events;
and (5) Global Translator: automatically translates texts into
48 different languages. Although automatic translation tools
are way from being foolproof, the context of the translated text
is still understandable. They also save time and space that
would be needed to translate the whole portal into different
languages and hence deprive it from being up-to-the minute.
To further inform tourists about the city, diverse links to
other SN were established. These include links to (1) Goog-
leMaps with all city-related photos and videos, (2) Facebook,
where the user is provided with a list of fan-pages dedicated to
Alexandria, as well as (3) YouTube and (4) Flickr.Public
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Figure 6 Alexplore – goal, obIt is needless to state that all these functionalities are made
available while browsing from a standard PC or on handheld
mobile devices.
6.3. Alexplore: functionality
AlexInfoMap is the core of Alexplore. This map provides the
possibility for users to add contents at any time, which can
then be viewed by all other users within few seconds. As the
case with all wikis, user added contents need to be differenti-
ated from ofﬁcial ones. Waiting to validate user added infor-
mation before posting them to the portal will strip Alexplore
from its soul, i.e., actuality of data. Hence, two different types
of map layers are used. The ﬁrst is generated by the commu-
nity, where each user can add to the contents of the map, while
the other is an ofﬁcial layer, where only delegated city admin-
istration personnel have editing permissions. Data from com-
munity layers can be periodically checked and added to the
ofﬁcial layer after its validation. AlexInfoMap displays nine
different categories of information (accommodation, gastron-
omy, sights, beaches, sport, culture, shopping, transport, and
‘‘good to know’’ information), each on two different layers,
the community and ofﬁcial layer (Fig. 8). This differentiation
helps users easily identify the source of the viewed information.
It also serves the city council by enabling it to properly presentInformation 
• up-to-the-
minute 
• ubiquitous 
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Entertainment 
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jectives, and requirements.
Figure 7 Alexplore structure [18].
486 D.S. Tahatheir city and to determine the type of information to be posted
on the portal.
The ofﬁcial layers correspond to a map from GoogleMaps
that is embedded via a NetworkLink, which has the advantage
that any updates occurring on GoogleMaps are automatically
reﬂected on Alexplore. Placemarks on the map link to thor-
ough descriptions about the selected points of interest (POI).
Unlike the ofﬁcial layers, which are read-only for the users,
the community layers are solely generated by user inputs. Users
are enabled with tools to add POI, upload corresponding pho-
tos, add description, and rate them. POI can be added either by
clicking their location on the map or by giving a street address.
With the use of smartphones, this can be replaced by identify-
ing where the user stands through GPS functionality, which
automatically geo-tags captured photos as well.
Another key beneﬁt is the ability of city planners to receive
feedbacks and comments concerning the city, its sights, infra-
structure, facilities, and services. Enabling Alexplore users to
rate these elements lies within the core of the application. On
ofﬁcial and community layers, as well as on a designated layer
to test the general feedback of the user by the ‘‘feel-good’’ fac-
tor, Micropolls are inserted. A drawback of these polls is that
they only allow users to choose the answer from a pre-set
checklist.
 On the ofﬁcial layers, MicroPolls exist on both the sidebar
as well as on the bottom of each page. The one on the side-
bar asks the user to choose a single answer from a pull-
down menu to the question ‘‘What is the best in Alex?’’Such a simple question can support planners to better
understand the potentials their city has to offer in general
and by working on those potentials which can attract more
tourists. The poll on the bottom is dedicated to the sight
this page was describing (hotel, restaurant, beach, shop,
etc.). Here, the user is asked if there were something to crit-
icize about the place. Not only city planners can beneﬁt
from this poll, but also private business owners can accord-
ingly deal with the shortcomings visitors ﬁnd at their places
(Fig. 9).
 On community layers, when users are adding POI, they are
enabled on the same page to rate that POI according to its
cleanliness, price, service, and general feel-good factor on a
ﬁve-star scale. So, by-passers (tourists or citizens) equipped
with their smartphones can easily take a photo of any city
element, geo-tag it, describe what is it, list its positive
and/or negative features, and rate it.
 The third rating option exists in the ‘‘feel-good’’ layer
(Fig. 10), where the city is divided into zones, and is accord-
ingly rated by Alexplore users. A simple three-level grading
(Good – OK – Bad), where in case of the last two options
the user is asked to justify his/her rating. According to
the rating results, a map is generated displaying city zones
color-coded. So with a single look on the map, a planner,
city visitor, or citizen can recognize which city zones have
more problems than others and more importantly what
types of problems reside in these zones. An acoustically pol-
luted zone might be a barrier for some tourists, but not for
others. Problems might differ from one zone to the next.
For planners, problem identiﬁcation is known to be the ﬁrst
step in the problem solving process.
7. Discussion and outlook
The main advantage of Alexplore is facilitating the interplay
among tourism, planning, and the living quality in cities. It fo-
cuses on the exchange of information and hence the multi-
directional beneﬁt among all three users: citizens, visitor, and
planners. This distinguishes it from other applications that fo-
cus either on one single interest group, be it citizens only [7] or
tourists only [8–11], or on a bi-directional beneﬁt such as be-
tween planners and citizens [1–6].
The objective of this work was to investigate the potentials
offered by geo-coding and mobile SN in such interplay. The
tool was tested on several individuals, including the develop-
ment team. All the subjects were planners, and the majority
of them were European tourists. Although all the non-local
test subjects were European, the conclusions of this research
should apply as well to other Western countries.
Several concerns arise on both technical and conceptual
levels.
For testing the mobile application, two mobile sets were
used: (1) the HTC Touch 3G and (2) the Nokia 5800.
 Some mobile applications were available in some countries,
but not at the time of development – summer 2009 – in
Egypt; such as navigation tools. However, many of these
applications were meanwhile made available. Hence, it is
recommended to regularly update Alexplore according to
advancement in technology and availability by the day.
Figure 8 AlexInfoMap community and ofﬁcial layers [18].
Figure 9 MicroPolls on community layers on Nokia 5800 [18].
Figure 10 The ‘‘Feel-good’’ layer [18].
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but not on the other. Viewing more information for a cer-
tain sight worked well on the HTC mobile, but not on the
Nokia. In contrast, MicroPolls worked well on the Nokia
set, but not on the HTC.
 While some maps were too small on smartphones and there-
fore the usability was not optimum, the use of currently
wide-spread tablets (iPad and GalaxyTab) will further facil-
itate the use of applications such as Alexplore.
At development time, the linkage between the mobile appli-
cation and the portal was not possible, which has reduced the
promised beneﬁt of timeliness of the application. This was by-
passed by regularly downloading the updated layers into the
mobile application.Alexplore is not foolproof yet. In spite of its current short-
comings, it shows solid potentials in the ﬁelds of tourism and
city planning. However, support from IT personnel is needed
to round up Alexplore into a stand-alone completely functional
application.
On the conceptual level, one of the concerns that will need
careful consideration is how ethical rules apply to SN [32]. An-
other concern raised by over-dependency on SN is the possible
discrimination against certain groups that have limited or no
access to Internet connections such as low income households
[28]. There also exists a debate on the usefulness of SN to plan-
ners, and if these technologies are appropriate substitutes for
traditional planning methods [17].
Alexplore is found to be useful tool to provide tourists with
insider, up-to-the-minute information. Planners are surely sup-
plied with multi-source, qualitative data that gives them a
thorough overview on how both visitors and citizens are
regarding the city. Such applications provide a win–win situa-
tion for all stakeholders.
Applications such as Alexplore are not meant to replace tra-
ditional planning methods, but rather augment them. Mobile
applications are still at their infancy, it is a still evolving tech-
nology. It is believed that the availability of more ﬂat-rate
Internet connection offers would encourage the development
of more mobile SN tools, which will in turn enhance the per-
formance and functionality of similar applications.
The next step of integrating the technologies of geo-coding
and Mobile SN resides in the Augmented Reality (AR) tech-
nology. Although not widely spread for the time being, a list
of AR applications is being introduced to the planning do-
main. It is believed that AR will be the buzz word for the com-
ing decades.Acknowledgements
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